M A N Y authors w r i t i n g i n English on Japanese religion or c u l t u r e have attempted t o explain the meaning of the word kami @ t o readers i n some detail. The obvious reason f o r this is t h a t English translations such as "god" o r "deity" are l i k e l y to be misleading unless supplemented by some such explanation.
ably clear that the reader is supposed t o understand the meaning "god" as being derived from the idea of "above." Other authors who have made this same claim-some more clearly than others-include Lafcadio Hearn (1904 ( , p. 541, G. B. Sansom (1931 , and R u t h Benedict (1946, p. 127 ).
Holtom's a r t i c l e was based t o a large extent on work by Yamamoto Nobuya,l and Yamamoto (1933, p.36 ) cites a sixteenth century work by Yoshida Kanetomo as the earliest source for the "kami/above1I etymology. The etymology has been accepted by other Japanese scholars, including A r a i Hakuseki, Kamo no Mabuchi and Ise Sadatake (Holtom 1940, pp.17-18) . Holtom (1940, pp.19-20) traces the spread of the etymology into Western scholarship via the work of Basil Hall Chamberlain and W.G. Aston.
I n spite of i t s long history and the stature of i t s proponents, however, the "kami/above" etymology has all but disappeared from works on Japanese religion. The reason is simply that it is, beyond any reasonable doubt, incorrect. As a result, etymological explanations generally no longer appear at all, since none of the other proposed etymologies has ever had much support.
It is apparently Holtom who deserves the credit for f i r s t making English speaking readers aware of the doubt that Japanese philological studies has cast on the etymology, and i t is instructive t o compare the definition of "kami" i n a recent book on Japanese religion by H. Byron Earhart (1982, p. 8) w i t h the 1955 definition quoted above. Earhart makes no mention of etymological connections or original meanings, and i t is surely no accident that he lists Holtom's a r t i c l e i n his annotated bibliography (Earhart 1982, p. 236) .
Not surprisingly, however, Holtom's a r t i c l e did not achieve its e f f e c t overnight. Even as l a t e as 1973, a t least one author appears to have subscribed t o the etymology: "above," and not that of "transcendent" (Varley 1973, p.6) . The use here of the word "connotation," however, makes this statement somewhat d i f f i c u l t to interpret.
I t is also interesting to compare the definitions of kami i n the 1969 and 1979 editions of the Encyclopedia Britannica:
. . . kami, usually translated as "gods" or "deities" but meaning "above," "superior," or divine". . .(1969). . . . k a m i means "mystical," "superior," or "divine". . . (1979) .
Although the difference between these two definitions is small, i t is significant.
The absence of "above" i n the second definition is particularly noteworthy.
A T THIS point it seems appropriate to consider exactly what led t o the rejection of the etymological identification o f "kamifgod" w i t h "kami/above."
The entry for "kami/godf' in Nihon kokugo daijiten w i l l serve as a starting point. This reads i n part as follows:
Supplementary Note: The theory that the origin of karni ["god"] is karni ["above"] was once prevalent, but since the m i of karni ["god"] is of the k b type, whereas the m i o f karni ["above"] is o f the otsu type, they are thought to be different words.
The Japanese words "k6" and "otsu" are used to give arbitrary labels to things to keep them separate. The expressions "type A" and "type B" might be preferable to "k6 type" and "otsu type" i n an English text, but "k6" and "otsu" are usually retained unchanged i n English discussions of this particular topic. I n order to understand what they r e f e r to it is necessary to consider how the Japanese language was w r i t t e n during the Nara period.
The poetry collection ManlyUshO and other documents o f the Nara period were w r i t t e n i n Chinese characters used for their phonetic values, now referred t o as "man'y6gana." The man1y2jgana system was the forerunner of the modern hiragana a n d katakana; e a c h C h i n e s e c h a r a c t e r in t h e s y s t e m r e p r e s e n t e d o n e J a p a n e s e syllable. T h e m e a n i n g s of t h e c h a r a c t e r s w e r e c o m p l e t e l y i r r e l e v a n t , a n d only t h e i r sound v a l u e s w e r e important.
O n e f e a t u r e of t h e m a n ' y b g a n a s y s t e m w h i c h d i f f e r e nt i a t e s i t in a n i m p o r t a n t w a y from h i r a g a n a a n d k a t a k a n a is t h a t e a c h J a p a n e s e s y l l a b l e could b e r e p r e s e n t e d by any o n e of s e v e r a l C h i n e s e c h a r a c t e r s . F o r e x a m p l e , a n y of t h e c h a r a c t e r s ho , , R , o r ,@ c o u l d b e u s e d t o w r i t e t h e s y l l a b l e ka.
T h e p r o n u n c i a t i o n s of t h e syllables w r i t t e n in man'yog a n a c a n b e d e t e r m i n e d by f i r s t using t h e a v a i l a b l e e v i d e n c e t o d e t e r m i n e how t h e c h a r a c t e r s w e r e p r o n o u n c e d in t h e C h i n e s e of t h e time.2 S i n c e t h e w r i t e r s of J a p a n e s e during t h e N a r a period presumably c h o s e c h a r a c t e r s w i t h C h i n e s e p r o n u n c i a t i o n s a s c l o s e a s possible t o t h e pronuncia t i o n s of t h e J a p a n e s e s y l l a b l e s t h e y wished t o r e n d e r , it is t h u s possible t o d e t e r m i n e w i t h a f a i r d e g r e e of a c c u r a c y t h e p r o n u n c i a t i o n of e a c h s y l l a b l e in N a r a period J a p a n e s e . Though t h i s is t r u e in t h e o r y , in f a c t i t w a s not u n t i l t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y t h a t a n y o n e a c t u a l l y w e n t t h r o u g h t h i s p a i n s t a k i n g process. O n e r e a s o n is simply t h a t t h e s i p h i s t ic a t e d t e c h n i q u e s n e c e s s a r y t o d e t e r m i n e t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y p r o n u n c i a t i o n of C h i n e s e w e r e not d e v e l o p e d until t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y . A n o t h e r r e a s o n is t h a t modern i d e a s a b o u t h i s t o r i c a l c h a n g e in l a n g u a g e s a r e a l s o t h e r e s u l t of n i n e t e e n t h -c e n t u r y scholarship.
T h e r e a l i m p e t u s f o r going through t h i s process, howe v e r , w a s provided by a t r e m e n d o u s l y e x c i t i n g discovery. Until t h i s c e n t u r y t h e r e s e e m e d t o b e no r e a s o n t o d o u b t t h a t t h e m a n ' y b g a n a r e p r e s e n t e d t h e s a m e s e t of syllables w h i c h Heian period a u t h o r s w r o t e w i t h t h e newly-invented h i r a g a n a and k a t a k a n a . In t h e e a r l y p a r t of t h i s c e n t u r y , h o w e v e r , i t b e c a m e c l e a r t h a t t h e number of d i s t i n c t s y l l a b l e s r e p r e s e n t e d by t h e m a n ' y b g a n a s y s t e m w a s l a r g e r 2. Exactly how this is done is outside t h e scope of this paper, but the interested reader can find details in Lange 1973, pp. 34-47; pp. 7 1-98. than the number represented by hiragana or katakana. I n other words, N a r a period Japanese had more distinct syllables than did Heian period Japanese. M o t o o r i Norinaga (1730-1801), the famous National Learning scholar of the Edo period, l a i d the foundation f o r t h i s discovery. He studied t h e use of man'ybgana In Nara period work, especially K o j i k i , and noticed some peculiarities i n the distribution of some of the Chinese characters. A single example should serve t o c l a r i f y the exact nature o f these peculiarities.
I w i l l draw my example f r o m the modern Japanese words sode ("sleeve") and sono ("that"). When w r i t i n g these words i n hiragana the f i r s t syllable of each would be w r i tt e n as Y . B o t h "sode" and "sono" appear i n Nara period texts, as do many other words containing syllables which would have been w r i t t e n w i t h Y during the Heian period. The set of man'ybgana used t o w r i t e syllables w h i c h were l a t e r represented w i t h Y include Z , R , WU , Pi? , S2 and
This was actually t w o mutually exclusive sets, however, and not simply a set of six interchangeable characters. The syllable corresponding t o w h a t was l a t e r w r i t t e n as Y i n any given w o r d could only be w r i t t e n w i t h characters from one set or the other. The f i r s t syllable o f "sode," then, could only be w r i t t e n w i t h Z5 or R , b u t on the other hand, t h e f i r s t syllable of t'sono" could only be w r i t t e n w i t h the characters WU , F , , $5 o r 4 . It was M o t o o r i who, i n the eighteenth century, f i r s t discovered t h a t and several other Heian period syllables each corresponded t o t w o d i s t i n c t sets of man'ybgana characters i n this way.
Motoori's disciple, Ishizuka Tatsumaro (1764-1823), took up this problem, and by the end o f the eighteenth century had w r i t t e n a detailed w o r k on distinctions of this kind i n t h e man'ybgana o f the works Kojilci, W o n shold and 3. These six characters do not constitute the entire set of rnan1y5gana used in Nara period works to represent "so." They are the subset found in the ManlyUshO and listed by Lange (1973, p. 162) .
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Manry8shU. T h e research by Motoori and Ishizuka was the basis for t h e work in this a r e a by t h e g r e a t J a p a n e s e linguist Hashimoto Shinkichi . It was Hashimoto (1917) who first proposed (perhaps with a hint from a ninet e e n t h c e n t u r y commentary on Ishizuka's work by Kusakado Nobutaka; s e e Lange 1973, p.23, n.11) t h a t t h e mutually exclusive s e t s of man' y6gana r e p r e s e n t e d distinct sound^.^
Hashimoto d e v o t e d much of his life to this problem and is responsible for coining t h e terms "kb type" and "otsu type" (Hashimoto 1931). F o r e a c h c a s e in which t w o mutually exclusive s e t s of man1y6gana w e r e discovered, Hashimoto labeled o n e s e t k6 and t h e o t h e r otsu. The k6-o t s u distinction is found only in syllables corresponding t o Heian period syllables containing t h e vowels "i," "e" a n d "o," a n d i t is generally a g r e e d t h a t t h e distinctions bet w e e n t h e k6 a n d otsu syllables in Nara period pronunciation w e r e distinctions in t h e vowels, although this view is not universal (Lange 1973, pp. 28-32) . Exactly how t h e otsu vowels d i f f e r e d is not clear, and t h e r e a r e several competing t h e o r i e s a b o u t how they w e r e pronounced (Lange 1973, pp. 34-69) . In any e v e n t , i t is generally a g r e e d t h a t Nara period J a p a n e s e had eight d i s t i n c t vowels, a s opposed t o t h e five found in t h e J a p a n e s e of t h e Heian period.5
A t this point t h e dictionary e n t r y quoted a b o v e should b e readily understandable.
The word "kami/above" cont a i n e d a kb t y p e "it' in Nara period J a p a n e s e , w h e r e a s "kami/godl' c o n t a i n e d a n otsu t y p e "i."
The t w o words w e r e thus pronounced differently during t h e Nara period, and t h i s makes it virtually c e r t a i n t h a t they a r e etymologically distinct.
Y a m a m o t o (1933, pp. 36-37) s a y s t h a t Ishizuka had a l r e a d y c o m e t o t h e
conclusion t h a t t h e Nara period spelling c o n v e n t i o n s r e f l e c t e d differe n c e s in pronunciation, b u t most s c h o l a r s disagree. S e e , for example, F u r u t a a n d Tsukishima 1972, pp.288-289 a n d L a n g e 1973, p.23. 5. I t would a c t u a l l y b e more p r e c i s e t o say t h a t Nara perlod 3 a p a n e s e had e i g h t d i s t i n c t "vowel nuclei." A v o w e l n u c l e u s forms t h e nucleus of a single syllable, b u t i t may b e a d i p h t h o n g (or e v e n a triphthong) r a t h e r t h a n a simple, s t e a d y -s t a t e vowel.
It might be useful t o consider a similar example from English a t this point.
Most English speakers feel that "meal" i n the sense of "repast" and "meal" i n the sense of "ground grain" are t w o r e l a t e d forms o f a single word. Etymologically, however, the t w o have d i f f e r e n t origins, and they were pronounced q u i t e d i f f e r e n t l y i n O l d English.
The Oxford English Dictionary gives "mael" as O l d English for "meal/repast,"
and "melo" as O l d English f o r "meal/ ground grain."
Just as i n the case of "kami/above" and "kami/god," the semantic resemblance between these t w o English words makes the etymological i d e n t i f i c a t i o n q u i t e plausible, though no less wrong.
I t should be noted, incidentally, t h a t it is not absolutely inconceivable t h a t "kami/aboverl and "kami/god" do derive f r o m the same source, and were i n f a c t pronounced identically a t some time b e f o r e the Nara period. I t sometimes happens t h a t when a w o r d i s used i n t w o distinct senses, t w o distinct pronunciations develop over time. F o r example, t h e English words " o f f " and "of" are b o t h descendants of a single earlier word. This earlier w o r d could be used either as an adverb o r as a preposition, and i t was generally stressed i n the former use and unstressed i n the l a t t e r . Subsequent changes i n English pronunciation applied d i f f e r e n t l y to stressed and unstressed syllables, and a t some point the difference i n pronunciation was i n t e r p r e t e d as signalling the difference between t w o words, one an adverb and one a preposition. The t w o forms have continued t o diverge i n pronunciation, and "off" has reacquired a prepositional use, although it is q u i t e distinct f r o m "of."
I t is important to keep i n mind, however, t h a t to maint a i n the etymological i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of "kami/god" w i t h "kami/above" one must assume t h a t the difference i n pronunciation triggered by the ancient semantic distinction was i u s t the sort of d i f f e r e n c e t h a t would l a t e r be undone by the change from the vowel system of the Nara period t o t h a t of the Heian period. While this is not impossible i n theory, t h e probability of such a series of events is surely extremely low. HASHIMOTO (1950, p. 192 ) mentioned the etymology o f "kami/godV' i n a lecture delivered i n 1937, and t o my knowledge this is his earliest reference to it. Although he did not reject the identification w i t h "kami/above" outright, he did warn that the difference i n pronunciation i n the Nara period makes i t necessary t o consider very carefully whether there is any connection between the two words. What is somewhat curious about Hashimoto's remarks is that he attributed the etymological identification of the t w o words to Motoori, whereas Yamarnoto, whose book appeared i n 1933, had already traced the etymology back t o the sixteenth century, more'than a century before Motoo r i was born.
An earlier reference to the Nara period pronunciations of the two words is found i n a 1931 a r t i c l e by the renowned Japanese linguist Arisaka Hideyo (1908 Hideyo ( -1952 . Arisaka (1931, p.62 ) simply mentions the difference in the Nara period spellings of the two words as a p a r t of an argument in support of Hashimoto's conclusion that Nara period spelling differences must have represented pronunciation differences. Although Arisaka says nothing one way or the other about any etymological connections, it is s t i l l clear that Japanese scholars were aware even before Yamamoto's book appeared i n 1933 that the Nara period pronunciations of "kami/god" and "kami/abovel' were different. I n fairness, however, i t must be pointed out that a note a t the end of Yamamoto's book says that it is based i n part on a lecture given i n 1928.
There is no indication i n Holtom's a r t i c l e that Yamamot0 acknowledged any debt to Hashimoto. Quite to the contrary, i n fact, Holtom attributes the discovery of the eight-vowel system in Nara period Japanese to Yamamoto, and a look a t Yamamoto's book makes it easy to see how this happened. Yamamoto did, i n fact, r e f e r to Hashimoto's work, as the following passage demonstrates:
Some years ago my fellow student Hashimoto (Shinkichi), 8. A., published i n the November issue of Teiko-chapter i n the history of the study of Japanese religion i n the West. SOME readers may feel at this point that the most import a n t question raised here has been l e f t unanswered. If "kami/godtt does not derive from "kami/above," then, what does it derive from? Unfortunately, I am unable to o f f e r any satisfactory etymology.
Both Yamamoto (1933, pp.33-42) and Holtom (1940, pp.5-16 ) discuss other proposed etymologies, but none, as I have noted above, is a t all persuasive. The entry for "kami/god" i n the Nihon kokugo daijiten lists thirteen etymological explanations, and the only important one that does not appear i n the surveys by Yamamoto and Holtom is the suggestion that the word derives from an A l t a i c root.
This suggestion can be interpreted i n either of t w o ways.
It may be that Japanese borrowed the word from some A l t a i c language a t some time i n prehistory, but this is probably not what the compilers of the dictionary meant to suggest. The more likely interpretation involves the claim t h a t Japanese and the A l t a i c languages (Mongolian, Manchu, Turkish, etc.) are related, a l l changed forms of a single "parent" language which was spoken a t some time i n the remote past. Some scholars, such as M i l l e r (1971, 1980) , have argued vociferously that Japanese and the A l t a i c languages are related i n this way, but as Street (1982, p.432) points out, the claim is by no means universally accepted. I n any event, i f "kami/god" is A l t a i c under either of these interpretations, it w i l l not have any etymology w i t h i n Japanese. In other words, whether borrowed or inherited, it would have entered the language as an unanalyzable whole. Given these considerations, then, I believe the only reasonable conclusion is that the question of the etymology o f "kami" remains open.
